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The international workshop ‘Rethinking Impact: Understanding the Complexity of Poverty and
Change’ (Cali, Colombia, 26–28 March 2008) explored the challenges inherent in evaluating
agricultural research-for-development efforts, identifying lessons and approaches for sustain-
ably improving livelihoods. Use-oriented research which links knowledge with action has
greater welfare and development impacts. Researchers must help to link diverse stakeholders
in order to create and share knowledge for effective, sustainable action. The legitimacy of
such boundary-spanning work needs to be recognised and rewarded, and sufficient resources
dedicated to it. Traditional economic-impact assessment does little justice to complex
poverty-related activities, which require a diversity of methods and enhanced capacity.
Repenser l’impact : comprendre la complexite´ de la pauvrete´ et du changement – aperc¸u
L’atelier international « Rethinking Impact: Understanding the Complexity of Poverty and
Change » (Cali, Colombia, 26–28 mars 2008) s’est penche´ sur les de´fis que comporte l’e´valu-
ation les efforts de recherche pour le de´veloppement dans le secteur agricole, en mettant en
relief les enseignements et les approches pour ame´liorer durablement les moyens de subsis-
tance. Les recherches axe´es sur les utilisations qui relient les connaissances aux actions ont
des impacts plus importants sur le plan du bien-eˆtre et du de´veloppement. Les chercheurs
doivent aider a` forger des liens entre diverses parties prenantes afin de cre´er et de partager
les connaissances en vue d’une action efficace et durable. La le´gitimite´ de ce type de travail
englobant plusieurs secteurs doit eˆtre reconnue, re´compense´e et se voir assigner des moyens
suffisants. L’e´valuation traditionnelle des impacts e´conomiques ne rend gue`re justice aux acti-
vite´s complexes lie´es a` la pauvrete´, qui requie`rent une diversite´ de me´thodes, ainsi que des
capacite´s ame´liore´es.
Repensando o impacto: compreendendo a complexidade da pobreza e da mudanc¸a – uma
visa˜o general
O workshop internacional ‘Repensando o Impacto: Compreendendo a Complexidade da
Pobreza e da Mudanc¸a’ (Cali, Colombia, 26–28 de marc¸o de 2008) explorou os desafios
para se avaliar os esforc¸os da pesquisa para desenvolvimento agrı´cola, destacando as lic¸o˜es
e abordagens para melhorar de forma sustenta´vel os meios de subsisteˆncia. A pesquisa
voltada para aplicac¸a˜o, que faz a conexa˜o entre conhecimento e ac¸a˜o, promove impactos
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maiores em termos de bem-estar e desenvolvimento. Os pesquisadores devem ajudar a conectar
as diversas partes envolvidas para criar e compartilhar conhecimento para ac¸a˜o efetiva e sus-
tenta´vel. A legitimidade de tal trabalho que cruza as fronteiras das disciplinas precisa ser
reconhecida, recompensada e recursos suficientes devem ser dedicados a ele. A avaliac¸a˜o de
impacto econoˆmico tradicional na˜o faz muita justic¸a a atividades complexas relativas a`
pobreza, que exige uma diversidade de me´todos e maior capacidade.
Nuevas formas de entender el impacto: co´mo combinar la complejidad de la pobreza y el
cambio – una visio´n general
El taller internacional ‘Repensar el Impacto: comprendiendo la complejidad de la pobreza y el
cambio’, realizado en Cali, Colombia del 26 al 28 de marzo de 2008, analizo´ los retos inher-
entes a la evaluacio´n de proyectos agrı´colas de investigacio´n para el desarrollo, y destaco´
experiencias y me´todos para mejorar los medios de vida en forma sustentable. Las investiga-
ciones orientadas hacia la pra´ctica que vinculan el conocimiento con la accio´n tienen ma´s
impacto en el bienestar y el desarrollo. Es tarea de los investigadores promover vı´nculos
entre diversos actores para crear y compartir conocimientos que desemboquen en acciones
efectivas y sustentables. Es necesario reconocer, retribuir y financiar esta labor de vinculacio´n
adjudica´ndole suficientes recursos. Las evaluaciones de impacto econo´mico comunes no captan
la complejidad de las acciones necesarias para reducir la pobreza, las cuales demandan un
amplio abanico de me´todos y capacidades.
KEY WORDS: Aid; Gender and diversity; Governance and public policy; Methods
Introduction
This special issue is based on outputs from a Workshop on ‘Rethinking Impact: Understanding
the Complexity of Poverty and Change’, held in Cali, Colombia, 26–28 March 2008. The work-
shop discussed how agricultural and natural-resources research can be more effective in gener-
ating solutions for poverty alleviation and improving gender relations, social inclusion, and
equity; how such research can be brought into the mainstream; and how its impact can be
assessed.1 The workshop built on three previous special-issue journals documenting research
and workshops on similar topics (Horton and Mackay 2003; Lilja and Dixon 2008a, b).
A diverse group of more than 60 participants from 33 organisations interested in agricultural
research for sustainable poverty reduction attended the meeting. The workshop used the ‘Chal-
lenge Dialogue System (CDS) approach’2 in order to maximise learning within an informal
network of researchers and development professionals. The CDS approach engaged the work-
shop participants in a four-month focused and structured pre-workshop dialogue about the
workshop topic – rethinking impact – with a focus on different approaches for understanding,
achieving, and measuring a diverse range of impacts of research aimed at sustainable poverty
reduction and social inclusion.
The CDS approach is a flexible but disciplined process for engaging diverse stakeholders to
collaborate and innovate in accomplishing complex tasks. It helps to structure conversations, so
that participants first respond to some initial ideas advanced by the organising team and then
bring forward new ideas, questions, and action-options of their own.
A ‘Challenge Paper’ (Kristjanson et al. 2008), prepared before the workshop, posed some
propositions for broadening out the impact assessment and evaluation topic, and building on
issues and outcomes of the earlier workshops. The first proposition advanced some thoughts
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on the kinds of factors that seem to help to increase the probability that research will lead to
actions that contribute to sustainable poverty reduction and social inclusion. The second prop-
osition posed some lessons learned on improving the use of assessments of planned interven-
tions in decision making and programme improvement. The third proposition was concerned
with behavioural and institutional changes that may be needed in order to achieve impact.
Based on pre-meeting feedback and discussion, the objective (or ‘challenge’) for the Work-
shop became ‘To find common ground among a diverse scientific group, working in the broad
field of poverty and environmental research, so that a future direction for research for impact
approaches can be identified and expressed clearly; a future that would see an improved capa-
bility and capacity to support and inform the efforts of those working to reduce poverty in a
sustainable and equitable manner’.
In response to an open call, 98 paper proposals were received. The organising committee
selected 38 papers for presentation, on the premise that new empirical evidence and lessons
regarding methods, institutional change, and evaluation approaches would help to increase
the probability that knowledge generated through research for development would lead to
actions such as, new policies, institutional arrangements, strategies, behavioural changes that
contribute to sustainable poverty reduction.
This overview draws from all of the workshop presentations, and the lessons from the
Challenge Dialogue and invited keynote presentations. We have selected eight of the workshop
papers for this special issue, a brief summary of which is provided after the discussion that
follows this introduction.
Background: impact evaluation of agricultural research for development
Agricultural research in the 1960s focused mainly on specific technological advances, such as
improved crop varieties. Evaluation of the impact of this type of research typically involved
measuring crop yields, rates of adoption of new technologies, and rates of return on investment.
Since the early 1990s, agricultural research programmes have come under pressure to demon-
strate impacts on broad development goals, such as poverty reduction and environmental sus-
tainability. Many agricultural research organisations – including centres of the Consultative
Group on International Agricultural Research, or CGIAR – have responded to this by expand-
ing their objectives from the generation of technologies and increasing crop yields, to include
reducing poverty, and improving livelihoods and environmental sustainability.
However, technological advances alone are often not sufficient to deliver such broad devel-
opment objectives. Successful uptake of new technology often depends upon individuals,
organisations, and communities having adequate technical and financial capacity, and on appro-
priate adaptation of the technology to local conditions. Even where technology is widely
adopted, sustained improvements in livelihoods depend on robust supply chains, maintenance
of natural resources, appropriate local governance processes, and other factors.
The emergence of partnership approaches – reflected in the Millennium Development Goals,
the World Summit for Sustainable Development, and the Paris Declaration – has also influ-
enced the way in which agricultural research is conducted. Formerly, knowledge and capacity
were centralised in advanced research institutes, which were viewed as ‘centres of excellence’.
However, it is now widely believed that research should be a more collaborative and country-
led process which develops knowledge through inputs from diverse partners. In addition to deli-
vering development outcomes at the farm level, research is also expected to build institutional
and technical capacity, and make use of existing local knowledge and capacity.
Impact evaluation of agricultural research has not adequately kept pace with these changes.
Although many impact-evaluation studies have been conducted, most have used traditional
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methodologies to assess genetic improvement of major food crops. There have been very few
impact evaluations on other research areas such as livestock, natural-resources management,
market-chain development, policy, capacity development, and germplasm conservation.
Since large proportions of agricultural-research budgets are for work other than traditional var-
ietal improvement, a significant proportion of research for development is not being adequately
assessed.
New types of research also present a number of methodological challenges that are not well
addressed by traditional impact-assessment methods. First, there is a wider range of impacts
being sought, and an increase in the number of potentially contributing factors, than is the
case in assessments of adoption and crop yields. One study which assessed the impact of agri-
cultural research on poverty concluded that impact-evaluation methodology to assess poverty
impacts should enable better analysis at different scales, increase understanding of the inherent
complexity of livelihoods, and use complementary quantitative and qualitative methods. The
authors conclude that mixing disciplines is essential for reliable impact evaluation (Adato
and Meinzen-Dick 2007).
Second, research projects that aim to build capacity in collaboration with other partners may
have significant long-term impact, but their impact results from the efforts of partners working
together. Therefore, methods that focus on attributing impact to the unique contribution of one
partner are less appropriate than methods that aim to assess contributions of partners working
together, or synergies achieved as a result of collaboration.
Third, in order to increase the use of impact-evaluation results to inform ongoing or future
work, impact evaluation must include an effort to ‘translate’ knowledge or lessons learned to
new contexts, rather than placing so much emphasis on retrospective justification of past invest-
ment. For example, calls have been made in the CGIAR to increase the relevance and utility of
impact evaluations beyond their role in accountability. According to the Chair of the Standing
Panel on Impact Assessment (SPIA), ‘There is a growing sense that ex post impact assessment
needs to be better integrated into learning, priority setting, and change management’ (CGIAR
Science Council 2008). These observations on the relevance of impact assessment, as well as
empirical case studies (Horton and Mackay 2003; Lilja and Dixon 2008a, b), have concluded
that if agricultural research is to contribute significantly to poverty reduction, the research
and impact-evaluation processes should foster critical self-awareness, reflection on experiences,
and learning from mistakes. They should be participatory, iterative, interactive, and adaptive,
and pay more attention to the critical linkages between the quality of partnership building,
overall management processes, and the chances of programme success.
Key issues and lessons from the Challenge Dialogue3
The six key issues raised and elaborated upon during the Challenge Dialogue and the workshop
are described below. In addition to the open call, seven leading thinkers were invited to prepare
and present keynote papers.4
Issue 1: We know that the causes of poverty, gender and social inequity, and exclusion are
multi-dimensional and complex. We do not understand enough about this complexity and its
implications for how best to target and manage research and development efforts to address
these issues more effectively.
One of the keynote speakers, Patricia Rogers from Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology,
discussed the conceptual differences between simple and complicated or complex interventions
(summarised in Table 1). An analogy is the difference between following a recipe in cooking
which involves clear, well-tested steps leading to standard products and certain results and
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raising a child: where each situation is unique, outcomes are uncertain, and expertise and
guidelines can help but do not ensure success.
Meinzen-Dick et al. (2004) assessed the impacts of research on poverty and showed that the
adoption of technology is affected by three major factors – vulnerability, assets, and institutions
– even where the technology is likely to improve productivity gains. Examples of just a few of
the factors inhibiting or encouraging adoption by poor farmers illustrate the diversity and
complexity that need to be understood by researchers and allowed for in the research
process. These include security issues (especially for women); land ownership or control
over water; the perceived risk of a catastrophic loss of production; the effect of adoption of
the technology on the farmer’s relationship with his or her neighbours; government policies;
trust and power relationships. However, even recognition of the diverse range of issues
affecting adoption of technologies presents a relatively simple picture, compared with the
broader range of non-technology (and non-agricultural) factors that affect well-being and
poverty alleviation.
Several of the workshop papers also demonstrated the diversity and complexity of factors
related to achieving change. Stephen Biggs and Barun Gurung presented a case study from
Nepal, where positive but largely unanticipated changes took place. They investigated the con-
tradiction between this reality and the implicit assumptions of change that underlie managerial
approaches to development that rely heavily on tools such as logical frameworks, management-
by-results techniques, and economic rate-of-return methodologies. Their experiences also chal-
lenged the notion that ‘good’ and ‘best’ practices can be successfully transferred and scaled up.
V. L. Prasad, K. Gurava Reddy, and P. G. Bezkorowajnyj documented a series of changes at
farm, household, market, and other levels associated with the change to hybrid maize in India.
They found that farmers were making changes in their own systems to adapt to new technol-
ogies, but also modifying technologies to adapt them to their systems. Formation of, and
actions by, networks of stakeholders played an important role. This experience cast doubt on
the reliability of efforts to establish a causal link between costs, benefits, and changes, even
at the level of adoption.
From the experiences of Oxfam Hong Kong, Kurian Thomas concluded that development is
essentially a complex, non-linear process, with high levels of uncertainty and unpredictability
which require a flexible and adaptive approach that builds on the contributions of a range of
development actors.
Accepting the complexity of interventions to address poverty requires the reassessment of
institutional planning, monitoring, and evaluation mechanisms to ensure that they stimulate
dynamic research processes of knowledge co-creation by various actors. Developing
Table 1: Differences between simple and complicated or complex interventions
Simple intervention Complicated or complex intervention
Single causal strand intervention is sufficient
to produce impacts
Multiple simultaneous causal strands required to
produce impacts
Universal mechanism intervention is
necessary to produce the impacts
Different causal mechanisms operating in different
contexts
Linear causality, proportional impact Recursive, with feedback loops, leading to
disproportionate impact at critical levels
Pre-identified outcomes Emergent outcomes
Source: After Rogers (workshop keynote paper)
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dynamic planning, monitoring, and evaluation processes requires careful thought. An example
of how impact assessment would vary depending upon the complexity of the intervention is
given in Table 2.
Issue 2: Much of our ‘on the ground’ experience shows that distinctions between research and
development are breaking down. Rather than aiming to isolate its research from development,
the comparative advantage of science for development lies in conducting use-oriented research
which deliberately aims to link knowledge with action.
There is a widespread perception in many scientific and development organisations that the dis-
tinction between research and development should be strengthened (to keep scientists out of the
‘development business’). This runs counter to the field experiences presented by many partici-
pants at the workshop. They found no absolute distinction between research and development,
as researchers found themselves having to play multiple roles. As William Clark of Harvard
University suggested in a presentation to CGIAR leaders in 2007, the linear research-to-devel-
opment continuum needs to be replaced.5 He further suggested that the comparative advantage
of research organisations, as such, lies in pursuing ‘use-inspired basic research’ (see Figure 1),
and many of the workshop participants concurred with this conclusion. Use-inspired basic
research bridges pure basic research and applied research and development (R&D). It is
informed by both basic research and development experience.
The concept was further developed by Nancy Dickson in her keynote presentation, in which
she presented five major challenges to linking knowledge with action:
1. How can we better inform research priorities through dialogue between decision makers6
and scientists?
2. How can knowledge from scientific investigation, tradition, and practical experience be
better integrated into research?
3. What sort of boundary work can help to bridge knowledge and action?
4. How can we design adaptive systems so that the experimental character of efforts to link
knowledge with action can be more meaningfully evaluated?
5. How can governance be forged and managed in a way that responsibly and accountably
guides the choice of which problems are addressed, which knowledge is used, and which
decision makers are supported through science-based efforts (Clark et al. 2008)?
Other presentations described use-inspired research that was already happening. Julius
Nyangaga, for example, described the multiple roles and strategies undertaken by International
Livestock Research Center (ILRI) and partner researchers when analysis of impact pathways
Table 2: Impact assessment in simple, complicated, and complex interventions
Simple Complicated Complex
Defining
impact
Likely to be agreed Likely to differ depending
upon perspective
Likely to be emergent
Metrics Standardised measures
possible
Evidence needed about
multiple components
Metrics emerge as definitions
of impact emerge
Counter-
factual
Clear counter-factual
likely
Non-linear causality Unique, highly contingent
causality
Replication Relatively easily When similar conditions can
be achieved
Site-specific adaptation
needed
Source: After Rogers (2008a)
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demonstrated a multitude of issues affecting the uptake of research outputs and the ability of
these to contribute to better outcomes. For example, researchers developed multiple strategies
aimed at influencing policy processes, and they empowered and motivated groups of farmers
through capacity-building activities. Jeremias Mowo reported how researchers identified and
used entry points (to address the most pressing problems) and linked technologies (crossing
the boundaries of disciplines and types of intervention) to engage farmers in more comprehen-
sive natural-resources management. David Raitzer reported on the role of the Center for Inter-
national Forestry Research (CIFOR) in catalysing an international coalition of civil-society
advocates regarding clearing of natural forest for Indonesian pulp production. This advocacy
coalition convinced foreign pulp buyers and investors to place pressure on the major pulp pro-
ducers to adopt more sustainable practices, and led to policy changes supporting more sustain-
able use of forests. Several other papers reported on engaging farmers, researchers, and others in
collaborative problem identification and solution development.
Issue 3: Researchers must play an important role in helping to link together academia, farmers,
policy makers, civil society, and market forces to create and share knowledge as the basis for
effective and sustainable action. Research organisations must recognise the legitimacy and
challenges of such boundary-spanning work, reward it, and dedicate sufficient time and
resources to it.
Nancy Dickson’s keynote presentation described how boundary-spanning work takes place at
the interface between knowledge and action, and thus is increasingly considered an important
role for research that aims to effect policy and institutional changes that contribute to sustain-
able poverty reduction. A boundary organisation (and boundary work) promotes the sharing of
knowledge between organisations that generally inhabit different spheres and have limited
means and motivations to share knowledge directly with each other (see Figure 2) (Clark
et al. 2005).
Boundary organisations treat boundary management seriously, recognising that it is difficult
and time-consuming; they invest in communication, translation, and mediation of knowledge.
Boundary organisations support ‘safe spaces’, where politically sensitive questions and
experiments can be pursued, and innovative scientists are protected. Evaluation is practised
not so much as an accounting mechanism, but rather as a means of learning and improving
the contribution of knowledge to action – a point stressed in several of the presentations.
Figure 1: Knowledge systems linking research with action (after Clark 2006, after Stokes 1997)
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Boundary organisations recognise that it is difficult to attribute ultimate impacts – such as
poverty reduction – to a particular programme or project, because all actors make important
contributions; it is better to focus instead on strategic goal and priority setting for measurable
outcomes.
Many of the experiences presented at the workshop reflected how agricultural and natural-
resource management researchers are already playing boundary-spanning roles effectively in
delivering on their mandates to apply knowledge for poverty alleviation, food security, and
environmental protection. Ahmad Salahuddin reported on the Poverty Elimination Through
Rice Research Assistance (PETRRA) project in Bangladesh, a partnership which includes a
CGIAR Centre, a development agency, a national agricultural research centre, and NGOs.
The study gives some practical examples of establishing a continuum in the research-to-devel-
opment pathway. He concluded that ‘choosing partners that were able to respond with a long-
term organizational commitment towards pro-poor agricultural development and the ability of
each organization to locate the project component into the wider context of their own organiz-
ational program were important for success’.
Issue 4: Traditional methods of assessing economic impact (for example, rate-of-return studies)
are not well suited for evaluating many of the complex activities and roles described above.
Much work in agricultural research for development is no longer concentrated around tra-
ditional crop improvement, and a wide range of methods is already in use to assess the
diverse outcomes and impacts arising from such a diverse research portfolio. Thus, there is
an urgent need for research management to acknowledge the legitimacy of this diversity and
the broad range of impact-assessment methods needed to evaluate it.
Many other agricultural research organisations have historically used rate-of-return studies to
assess impacts, and these have become the ‘gold standard’ against which impact assessment
is judged. Such traditional neo-classical impact-assessment approaches are valid and necessary
in assessing returns to commodity research, and these methods have been well discussed and
documented in the literature (see, for example, Raitzer and Ryan 2008). However, they are
not sufficient for understanding in a broader sense how change happens and who benefits, or
Figure 2: Spanning boundaries
Source: derived from Tomich et al. (2007)
924 Development in Practice, Volume 20, Number 8, November 2010
Nina Lilja, Patti Kristjanson, and Jamie Watts
for evaluating such ‘non-research’ services as policy interventions, germplasm conservation,
information, and capacity building (Walker et al. 2008).
Furthermore, experience from research linking knowledge to action, innovation systems, and
other sources suggests that traditional means of assessing impact may be inappropriate in
partnership scenarios. Promising alternative methods presented at the workshop included
Participatory Impact Pathways Analysis, which is being applied in several Challenge
Programmes and DFID’s new climate-change programme (Boru Douthwaite et al.), and
Outcome Mapping, which is being used in five ILRI projects (Nyangaga et al.). During the
meeting, participants were informed of debates about impact-assessment methodologies
taking place outside agricultural research, in which many senior evaluators are arguing for a
wide range of methodologies and greater flexibility.
The fact that rate-of-return studies are fully institutionalised in some organisations as the stan-
dard for impact assessment exerts a strong influence on planning, monitoring, and evaluation.
However, an analysis of the CGIAR financial reports concluded that at least 75 per cent of
the CGIAR’s budget is already directed to the types of activity for which rate-of-return
studies are not best suited.7 The risk inherent in this situation is that the application of rate-
of-return studies to assess the impact of activities to which the methodology is not suited will
result in inaccurate assessments of the performance of such activities which undervalue or
discredit them.
Experiences presented at the workshop reflected the application of a diverse range of
approaches and methods to address a broad range of impacts. Those most frequently reported
by authors were participatory research, innovation theory, institutional learning, and sustain-
able-livelihoods frameworks. All authors reported using more than one method. Nearly half
(47 per cent) of the authors reported using some type of participatory monitoring and evaluation
method or participatory rural-appraisal tools. About one third (30 per cent) of the authors
reported having conducted quantitative surveys and analyses, and nearly a quarter of studies
(23 per cent) used case-study methodology. Other assessment methods reported included insti-
tutional or innovation histories, most significant change analysis, social-network or value-chain
analysis, benefit–cost analysis, and analysis of geographic data.
A broad range of impacts was assessed, and most studies assessed impacts within more than
one domain. The most commonly assessed impact was changes in practice, attitudes, knowledge,
or skills, followed by technology adoption and production changes or institutional changes.
Thirty-three per cent of the authors assessed income and livelihood outcomes or changes in
well-being. Moderately frequently reported impacts were changes in empowerment and equity
– 27 per cent, policy changes or policy influence – 17 per cent, changes in access to, control
over, or ownership of resources – 10 per cent, and changes in social networks or relationships
– 10 per cent. Some might argue that these are outcomes rather than impacts, but different
people have different definitions of ‘impact’. Researchers working in the field with partners
may well define impacts broadly in a way that does not conform to narrow definitions, but
rather in a way that is realistic and meaningful to them, their partners, and beneficiaries.
Issue 5: New capacities are needed if we are to adopt new approaches to research for poverty
reduction and associated impact assessment. Capacities include technical skills and skills in
other areas such as collaborative problem solving, facilitation, and systems thinking. Social-
science staffing in research centres needs to be adequate (political scientists, sociologists,
anthropologists, human ecologists, economists, psychologists, and possibly others). Policies,
procedures, and accountability mechanisms need to be adjusted, and organisational learning
capacity needs to be increased. However, capacity development ultimately depends on the com-
mitment of top-level leaders.
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Addressing poverty requires greater social-science capacity (beyond economics to include
political scientists, sociologists, anthropologists, human ecologists, and others) and greater
capacity to work collaboratively. Thus, we firmly support similar arguments made in the
letter from the Farmer First Revisited conference, sent to the CGIAR independent review
team (Scoones et al. 2008). Institutional support to learning processes is essential and requires
a broadening of impact-assessment approaches beyond the traditional, mostly quantitative and
economics-based ex-post assessments.
Technical capacity entails changing organisational procedures, as well as building individual
skills. Individuals can take their skills with them when they leave the organisation, but new
procedures and systems become integral to the ways in which an organisation operates. The
institutionalisation of new research approaches cannot be disconnected from the learning
capacity of an organisation and the capacity for systems thinking, for instance sustainable
livelihoods and innovation systems are examples of where systems concepts are relevant to
agricultural research for development.
Accountability mechanisms must be established to encourage and reinforce new behaviour
and practices, which ultimately requires building responsibility for new research approaches
and impact-assessment methods into job descriptions, work plans, and performance assess-
ments. Organisational culture, the informal norms and embedded attitudes of an organisation,
must also be addressed. The commitment of top-level leadership is required to actively
support a new idea or approach, commit staff time and resources, and institute supportive
policies and procedures. Without this commitment, other efforts – such as skill building –
will likely have limited affect.
Concerns were expressed at the workshop that, in a general climate of increasing pressure to
compete for grant funding (among other factors), some elements of the performance-measure-
ment system and medium-term planning process may be sending mixed messages about
research for poverty impact: that is, more demand for impact, yet less recognition of multiple
roles of researchers in the research process. This is likely to drive research away from the types
of approach that we have argued are needed to address poverty, social exclusion, and inequity.
However, on a bright and hopeful note, Flavio Avila presented a keynote paper describing
experiences from Brazil’s agricultural research institute (EMBRAPA) which showed how the
definition of impact and methods for its assessment seem to be broadening over time, and
how impact assessment is clearly linked to planning and other assessment mechanisms.
Issue 6: Learning organisations that are effective at innovation are also likely to be effective in
engaging end users. We need to thoughtfully assess whom to involve and how, using participa-
tory action research, planning, and priority-setting processes, evaluation and other mechan-
isms in order to engage farmers and the poor, or the civil society organisations that
represent them, in meaningful ways at appropriate points throughout the research process.
This issue of inadequate meaningful engagement of ‘end users’ is possibly at the root of many
other issues discussed at the workshop. Many of the papers (47 per cent) used participatory
impact-assessment methods, and it is likely that most of the research presented used participa-
tory approaches. This remains an important entry point for engaging farmers and users.
However, many participants felt that the issue of farmer involvement in research has evolved
beyond participatory action research or participatory evaluation to include meaningful
engagement in different ways at different ‘levels’ in agricultural research systems. For
example, governance of most agricultural research and development institutions does not give
farmers, the poor, or civil society organisations (CSOs) that represent them an effective voice
or an effective role in decision making. An informal review of information related to the
CGIAR Civil Society Organizations Committee, for example, leaves the impression that the
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committee is neither staffed nor resourced has no internal leadership, and little authority or
responsibility.
Several participants expressed concern about an absence of requirements for ex-ante assess-
ment for establishing priorities for research funding. While too much effort is spent on planning
and bureaucracy, too little space and willingness exist for open discourse. As a result, resources
may not be directed towards research with the greatest impact potential.
From the perspective of many of the participants, representation and voice are related to
power. Participants eloquently pointed out the challenges in getting the voice of poor villagers
heard in the research process – for example, overcoming practical obstacles such as language
barriers, or more difficult issues such as power imbalances felt at different levels: between, for
example, non-scientists and scientists, villagers or NGOs and government officials, and national
and international organisations.
Parallels with the international evaluation context
There is increasing recognition within the field of international evaluation that there is a range
of potentially appropriate methods for assessing impacts and analysing the causal links between
outputs and impacts, and that the method should be selected as appropriate to the programme or
project, and to the information needs of evaluation users.
This is a significant change, differing from some earlier work on improving the rigour of
impact evaluation in development which argued for a particular approach to causal attribu-
tion 2 Randomized Control Trials (RCTs). In 2006, the Center for Global Development
helped to raise awareness and interest in impact evaluation (Savedoff et al. 2006), arguing
for more use of RCTs. The Poverty Action Lab at Massachusetts Institute of Technology
(MIT) was established with the stated purpose of supporting the increased use of RCTs in inter-
national development through advocacy, exemplary impact evaluations, and capacity develop-
ment. Subsequently, however, the European Evaluation Society issued a formal statement,
cautioning against the inappropriate use of RCTs (EES 2007). The statement ‘deplored’
efforts to promote only one method as rigorous and scientific, stating rather that EES promoted
a multi-method approach to impact evaluation. Even where RCTs might be appropriate, EES
argued that good practice in evaluation would be to use a range of methods and triangulate
results across them. Further, it stated that an RCT was rarely appropriate in a complex situation
where outcomes arise from the interaction of multiple factors and multiple interventions.
Two organisations created to coordinate international efforts to improve impact evaluation
in development have formally taken a wider view of what constitutes rigorous methods.
The Network Of Networks on Impact Evaluation (NONIE) brings together four networks
representing all United Nations agencies, all multilateral development banks, all international
aid agencies of the OECD countries, and all national and regional evaluation associations. Its
guidelines for impact evaluation explicitly state the need to match methods to the nature of
the intervention and the purpose of the evaluation (NONIE 2008). They provide a list of
eight experimental and quasi-experimental methods for causal attribution, but acknowledge
that other methods are needed for more complex interventions. The International Initiative
on Impact Evaluation (3ie), which funds and promotes rigorous impact evaluation, also
argues for appropriate choice from a range of methods, and the importance of including a
theory of change (such as an impact pathway) in the evaluation.
At a conference on impact evaluation in Cairo (March–April 2009), jointly organised by the
African Evaluation Association, 3ie, and NONIE, plenary sessions were consistent in their
message that no one method is appropriate for all impact evaluations.
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Despite these developments, there remain many gaps in knowledge and guidance for practice.
In particular, methods of causal analysis of complicated interventions (with many components,
or which work differently in different contexts) and interventions where implementation is
changed to respond to emerging needs and opportunities (Rogers 2008b) are not well documen-
ted or systematically investigated.
Lessons from the contributions to this special issue
This special issue includes a select group of eight papers from the workshop on ‘Rethinking
Impact’. They were selected because they tackled some of the gaps and needs described
above, and offer some innovative methods and approaches for evaluating outcomes and
impacts and promoting institutional change, as well as lessons for increasing the probability
that the knowledge generated by the research will lead to sustainable poverty impacts.
The first, by Jonathan Hellin, Olaf Erenstein, Parvesh Chandna, and John Dixon, con-
tributes an analytical framework which helps us to address Issue 1 – the need to better under-
stand and target research and development efforts at the underlying causes of poverty, gender
and social inequity, and exclusion. The study developed a spatial mapping methodology aimed
at understanding the factors that influence the ability of people to achieve sustainable liveli-
hoods. Indicators of the five livelihood classes of assets are provided, along with evidence of
their use and usefulness for linking knowledge to action, for example, by bringing about syner-
gies between agriculture-focused work and other disciplines such as health and education.
The next three contributions (Sophie Alvarez, Boru Douthwaite, Graham Thiele, Ronald
Mackay, Diana Co´rdoba, and Katherine Tehelen; Niels Ro¨ling; and Julius Nyangaga,
Terry Smutylo, Dannie Romney, and Patti Krisjanson) address the need for new approaches
identified in Issue 4, providing some different approaches and methods for conceptualising,
planning, and evaluating outcomes and impacts of research projects and programmes. Their
contribution lies in the description of several processes, together with lessons from complex
agricultural and natural-resource-management research-for-development projects, that can
not only help to deal with the ‘messy partnerships’ described by Guijt (this volume) but
should also raise the likelihood that the knowledge generated by project teams using these
tools will lead to actions contributing to poverty alleviation (highlighted under Issue 2 –
linking research and development or knowledge with action). Ro¨ling provides a good
example of a project team that is taking a learning approach and involving a range of partici-
patory approaches and end users, as called for in Issue 6 (engaging end users). Nyangaga
et al. provide some useful strategies and actions that diverse teams can use to achieve
desired outcomes and innovations, as they pursue the kind of ‘use-oriented research’ argued
for under Issue 2. These include the use of ‘champions’; jointly producing high-profile
outputs that enhance the status of local partners; multiple communication strategies; targeting
on-going policy processes; and strong emphases on and investment in capacity building.
Nicholas Hooton examines how pro-poor policy change occurred in the context of complex
policy-oriented research projects in Kenya and Uganda. The method used in this study is a good
example of an analysis that can complement traditional economic-impact analyses (argued for
under Issue 4 – legitimacy of broader range of evaluation and assessment methods and
approaches), or in fact stand on its own, providing useful guiding principles for achieving
impact through policy change. He also provides evidence of the importance of targeting
‘policy windows of opportunity/ongoing policy processes’, and argues that the views of
farmers, traders, and consumers, voiced directly or indirectly through representatives or even
via video, can provide powerful pressure for change. Another key strategy lies in creating
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close links with CSOs, which can play an ‘advocacy’ role that researchers should not be
playing.
Jeremias Mowo, Chris Opondo, Adolf Nyaki, and Zenebe Admasu present the challenge
of connecting research with development from the perspective of a diverse team addressing
tough, long-term integrated natural-resource management challenges in East and Central
Africa. This empirical example supports Issue 3 (boundary-spanning approach to partnerships)
and Issue 6, as the lessons that they have learned regarding what is needed to institutionalise
integrated natural-resource management innovations include working with strategic partners
and multi-disciplinary teams, involving multiple stakeholders, adopting appropriate entry
points based on farmers’ priorities, and use of linked technologies.
Barun Gurung and Stephen Biggs provide a caution, along with evidence from Nepal, that
outcomes related to institutional change are not always planned, and thus methods and strategies
aimed at defining and achieving outcomes will not always be sufficient. They propose a frame-
work to understand change as a complex social phenomenon. This framework of change places
actors, their intentions, desires, and relationships clearly at the core of the analysis. Thus, their
contribution builds upon several of the ideas expressed in Issues 1 and 3: that researchers need
a better understanding of the complexities of poverty, and the need to play an important
linking role among diverse partners, by adding an ‘understanding social change processes’ lens.
Adding evidence to one of the key challenges in linking knowledge with action (Issues 2 and 3)
– strong partnerships – Irene Guijt details the challenges of monitoring and evaluating the
performance of ‘messy partnerships’. From a wealth of project experience, she offers insights
into participatory monitoring in practice, presenting eight ‘design principles’ aimed at addressing
the limitations of mainstream and participatory monitoring practices. The first of these principles
– ‘Understand the nature of institutional transformation being pursued as a social-change
process’ – echoes the conclusions of Gurung and Biggs. The other principles reinforce many
of the sentiments expressed in each of the Issues explored in this article, particularly the need
to capture diverse types of information, and the importance of being learning-oriented.
Concluding remarks
The studies presented at the workshop provide concrete examples that demonstrate how much
our understanding of the complexity of poverty, equity, gender and social inclusion has
increased since the early years of this century. Thinking and practice about the role of
evaluation has also advanced, with high expectations that evaluations should provide both
accountability to the poor and also learning functions. Methodological advances have been
demonstrated, although better methods to capture the complexities of research-for-development
impacts are still needed.
Progress was made in the workshop towards a shared definition and understanding of impact
assessment and evaluation processes; a basic framework for understanding and addressing
poverty and social change in research and development; and ways in which evaluation can
contribute to more effective research for development.
The workshop reconfirmed the importance of community and beneficiary participation in
research processes and evaluation. However, it also emphasised that participation itself is not
sufficient to bring about desired social change and development outcomes. Agricultural
research and development agencies and institutions must also make sure that their investments
in research planning, implementation, and evaluation deliver knowledge that addresses real
felt needs of farmers and other poor people, facilitates their empowerment, and ultimately con-
tributes towards improved livelihoods.
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Despite the advances in our understanding of poverty and social change, the big practical
issue ahead remains the same: how can project- and community-specific knowledge about
poverty and social inclusion be more effectively used in institutional management and
decision-making processes to facilitate real development successes? What in practice increases
the likelihood that research knowledge will lead to actions that contribute to sustainable poverty
reduction? We think that the case studies presented in this special issue of Development in
Practice offer some innovative ideas on methods, approaches, and lessons that will be
helpful in addressing this challenge.
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Notes
1. The workshop was organised and sponsored by the CGIAR Systemwide Program on Participatory
Research and Gender Analysis for Technology Development and Institutional Innovation (PRGA
Program), the International Livestock Research Institute (ILRI) Innovation Works Programme, and
the Institutional Learning and Change (ILAC) Initiative – see www.prgaprogram.org/riw.
2. CDS, developed by Innovation Expedition Inc. (www.innovationexpedition.com), is an eight-step
process for ‘improving the organizational and innovative performance of diverse groups’.
3. This section is based on ILAC Initiative et al. (2008).
4. All the papers and presentations are available on the workshop website, www.prgaprogram.org/riw.
5. See http://ictkm.cgiar.org/archives/KIARD_session_report.pdf.
6. Here ‘decision maker’ is broadly defined as anyone who might use knowledge to make decisions,
including farmers and policy makers.
7. CGIAR Secretariat (2007): only 24 per cent of the proposals were in ‘genetic improvement’ for which
rate-of-return studies (as outlined by Walker et al. 2008) are most appropriate. The 75 per cent figure
refers to the investment proposals of the CGIAR Centres only ($481 million), and does not include the
$38 million going to the Challenge Programmes (CPs). It would seem likely that traditional economic
impact-assessment approaches apply even less to the work of the CPs than to the work of the Centres,
and thus the 75 per cent may underestimate the extent to which the entire portfolio of the CGIAR is
‘non-traditional’.
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